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The Emmaus Road story has been described as “the perfect story.” (Reynolds Price, A Palpable God). Here is ordinary life—two people walking along a road in conversation, a surprise visitor, suspense, a meal together, and a moment of revelation. The result is that these companions leave the table with hearts on fire with love, with intense awareness that the one among them is the risen Lord. This story has light and love all around it. 
I think the Emmaus Road story helps us discover and re-discover what love for God is all about. Perhaps the central question of the spiritual life is: How do we love God? We have been reminded this week of the amazing life of Pope John Paul II who taught in the manner of Jesus, as he related to people all over the world. To large crowds he said, “I’m John Paul 2, and I love you!” 
We love God through relationships--- caring, befriending, loving. We could also say that we love God by keeping the commandments, living a decent life, going to church, and praying. But one of the things Jesus was clear about was that we love God through our relationships. “You shall love the Lord your God with heart, mind, soul, and strength; and your neighbor as you love yourself.” Loving God is all about relationships. “A new commandment I give you,” Jesus said, “that you love one another; even as I have loved you, that you also love one another.” (John 13:34) The Emmaus Road story is an elaboration on Jesus’ words about relationships----love relationships. 
We love God by loving one another. The central relationship for Jesus was his relationship to God. Often Jesus was pulling away from the crowds, heading for the hills to pray, to be alone with God. He nurtured his relationship with God. But after those regular retreats, notice where Jesus spends his time – with people, all kinds of people. Relationships. 
A few years ago young people had a popular slogan--- on bracelets and necklaces and t-shirts. It was W.W. J. D. “What would Jesus do.” That slogan came from the old devotional book by Charles Sheldon called In His Steps. The question the book posed is: In any situation, what would Jesus do? 
Over and over, Jesus showed us what he would do. He devoted his time and energy to people – teaching and healing people. Building relationships with people. That’s why he was always eating with people. The pages of the New Testament literally brim over with stories of Jesus sitting at table with people. So many meals--- in the home of his friends Mary, Martha, and Lazarus; going home with Zaccheus; feeding the 5000; eating the Passover meal with his disciples; sitting at table with the two disciples on the Emmaus Road. Jesus was often at table, being a companion to people. 
The word “companion” means literally “with bread.” We might say that Jesus just loved to eat, and maybe he did. But his main purpose with all those meals was spending time with people, building relationships with people. Jesus was modeling in his own life what he told us to do: “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” (John l3:35) 
Jesus seems to be trying to teach us that if we want to know one another and learn to love one another, one great place to start is by eating together. Think about it. Could we ever really know and love someone if we didn’t sit down to eat with them? Isn’t this the reason we have so many church suppers and luncheons? We’re not merely eating; we are getting to know one another—on the way to loving one another. We are following Jesus by doing what he would do (W.W. J. D.) --- building relationships, building community. 
One story that helps us see the priority Jesus placed on relationships is the Emmaus Road story (Luke 24:13-35). Two disciples are walking along the Emmaus Road. It’s a few days after the crucifixion. They’re downcast because of Jesus’ death. Their hopes have been shattered. Suddenly this stranger walks up; we know it’s Jesus, but they don’t recognize him. What does Jesus do? The first thing he does is to start where THEY are. He focuses on them; he listens. He’s sensitive to their condition, their sadness, their pain. 
There is an old story of two rabbis talking. Rabbi Jacob said, “Shmiel, do you love me?” “Of course, I do,” he responded. Then Rabbi Jacob said, “If you don’t know where I hurt, how can you say you love me?” The first thing Jesus does with the Emmaus Road travelers is to start where they are – with their pain. 
The second thing Jesus does is to ask them questions – engaging questions. “What’s going on? What’s your conversation about?” They proceed to tell him about all the events leading to Jesus’ crucifixion and then how the women went to the tomb and didn’t find his body. Notice how Jesus responds. He doesn’t push; he waits and listens. Then he talks to them about the Scriptures. They urge him to stay with them for supper, and he does. The story then says that “Their eyes were opened, and they knew who he was in the breaking of the bread.” By this time over a meal, Jesus had stirred their spirit. He sparked their vitality. And they said, “Didn’t our hearts burn while he was with us.” 
This story helps us see how Jesus approached a relationship. According to this story, there are four steps: l. Start where the other person is, not where we want them to be. We don’t start by talking about ourselves, but sensing, discerning where the other person is. “You seem sad.” Or “you look tired.” 2. Ask questions – engaging questions that invite the other person to talk. “What’s going on? What’s new with you?” 3. Don’t push. Wait. Listen. Through Jesus’ careful waiting and listening, the two people urge him to stay. 4. He stirred their spirit. He brought energy and vitality to two discouraged people. (These observations came from Gerald Taylor.) 
One way we can tell we have a genuine relationship is whether we have more energy when we leave each other than we had when we arrived. Jesus seemed to have a knack for stirring new energy. When Jesus walked in a room, people’s energy woke up. They felt inspired to be their best self. There was an exchange of energy. They received from Jesus, and he received from them. They participated in his life, and he participated in their life. 
Part of what happens in a healthy relationship is that we value each other’s story. We become part of each other’s story. In this church we are part of each other’s life-story. We value each other’s story. We listen to each other’s story: when I was sick, when I was celebrating a graduation or a wedding, when I got a new job, when the baby was born. We listen to each other’s story. We influence each other’s story. We learn from each other’s story. We stir each other’s energy. 
When Jesus said “You are my disciples when you love one another,” I think he meant “Know and value each other’s story.” Perhaps the best way to do that is first to learn to value our own story – appreciate the life we have been given. We have a relationship with ourselves. This means studying our own life and continually uncovering what our life is teaching us. This is what the poet Rilke meant when he said that the goal is to “become world to oneself for another’s sake.” We might say “Get a life.” Develop your own life. Get excited about your own life. Be curious about what your life is teaching you. Laugh at your own foibles. In short, enjoy your own life. Then we have more to bring to another person. “Become world to oneself – for another’s sake.” 
Several years ago, I challenged members of this church to get to know five new people in the church in the next six months. (I also asked other things, like increasing your church pledge!) Many people told me that the hardest of all tbe assignments was getting to know five new people--- harder than increasing your pledge! The key to relationship is the willingness to take the time to get to know, to listen, to enjoy – and also to be known, to be loved, to take in what the other person gives, and to let the energy rise in you as you gain energy from the other person. 
In a former church a young woman named Betty was a great example of this process. She had been a quiet, retiring person, soft spoken, lean and wispy. Betty got sick, with a terminal illness. She then began to make choices that transformed her life. She suddenly moved away from her low key, introvert style, and she became a relater. She built relationships right and left—with children and adults. She celebrated the birthdays of all the friends she knew well. She brought balloons and flowers to her friends. She discovered the treasure of relationships. 
There is no better time than now to open our eyes to the gift of relationships--- to know and be known, to love and be loved. Jesus said, “If you will be my disciples, love one another.” Love requires knowing and being known. Hanging out with each other. Eating together. Listening. Appreciating. Learning from one another. Cherishing one another. 
That’s what church is all about. It’s a gift----and a challenge! And what a great way to express our love for God. 
So may it be. Amen. 
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